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This summer I spent eight weeks (from June 2 to August 4) working on two 

projects involving Lemur catta funded by Sewanee’s Environmental Studies 

Research Fund on St. Catherine’s Island, Georgia.  The study site is a barrier island 

off the coast of central Georgia with maritime forest composed mainly of pine and 

oak trees.  Lemur catta were brought to St. Catherine’s in 1985 from Duke 

University, four of which were my main study subjects. Two mentors guided my 

experience: Professor Timothy Keith-Lucas (The University of the South, 

Psychology) and Professor Ken Glander (Duke University, Physical Anthropology).  

The subjects, four adult female lemurs, had VHF collars replaced by GPS 

tracking collars made by Telemetry Solutions on June 8.  These collars record the 

coordinate point of the animal (on which they are placed) once an hour. These four 

females were central animals of four different troops (there are seven distinct 

troops on St. Catherine’s Island), so it is reasonable to assume that their range 

indicated that of the entire troop. I collected data from these collars wirelessly once 

every two weeks. This information was then exported to Google Earth providing a 

rough depiction of the troop’s range (as shown in figure 1).  
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Figure 1: Data from four Telemetry Solutions showing range of four lemur troops 

from early June to July 1, 2010.  

On these same four animals, I was required to take focal samples, which 

involved recording the following information: time of day (to the nearest tenth of a 

minute), behavior of the animal, the animal’s nearest neighbor (within one meter) 

and the animal’s height from ground (to the nearest half meter). This data was 

collected for roughly the same amount of hours (about 25) per animal over the 

course of the summer. The application of data primarily rests in the determining 

percent of day spent active and percent of day spent foraging – and broadly, to 

determine how closely these lemurs emulate those on the island of Madagascar.  

Though there exists no typical day on St. Catherine’s, my day usually involved 

four to six hours of observational research on one of the four animals with GPS 

collars. My days were mostly self-scheduled.  In structuring my days, I tried to 

include a range of observational hours from when the lemurs awoke (around 5:30 

a.m.) to when they went to sleep (around 9:00 p.m.). My role in the projects was not 

only as the primary data collector, but also as a guide in direction of research, as I 

had a unique perspective of the animals, as I was spending the better portion of my 
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day with them.  Once every two weeks, I would collect GPS collar data and provide a 

brief analysis and progress report to my mentors.  During this time, we would assess 

progress and discuss ideas to improve quality of work. Since I was given the 

freedom of scheduling my days, I also had time for side projects. I will not discuss 

these projects in detail, but they included gathering information about surface 

temperature of the animals to indicate metabolism rates during lemur physicals and 

following and observing a splinter group formation. 

This internship was one of my first exposures to scientific research. 

However, the learning was not solely based in the science. My guidance from my 

professors augmented my understanding of the animals from their stories of 

Madagascar and their experiences of research at Duke University. From simply 

observing the animals in their environment, I learned an impressive amount 

regarding their behavior.  Watching these animals lead to further questions and 

areas of exploration. My mentors were invaluable in answering my questions, not 

only in regards to Lemur catta, but also to the nature of research. I was exposed to 

the difficulty of scientific research – the problems that occur and the importance of 

innovation in creating solutions. These skills are necessary if a profession in the 

field is desired. From this experience, I was also the beauty of scientific research. I 

would not have been able to truly understand the concept of research without this 

opportunity.  

Over the summer, I solidified my future career goals based on my 

experiences. I now know I would like to pursue a degree in either primatology or 
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neurobiology and behavior. I would like to use this then to continue research on 

primates.  Without this research opportunity, I would not have been able to 

experience this first-hand and determine my long-term goals this summer.  

This internship is unique in that it requires living on the island for the 

summer. This set-up was one of the qualities I was most thankful for, as life on St. 

Catherine’s was extremely peaceful. I really enjoyed getting to know the other 

interns on St. Catherine’s and learning about their research. I could not have thought 

of a more perfect way to spend my summer. 


